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Abstract 
 
Recent literature documents the demise of the traditional linear career and the rise of a 
new ‘protean’, ‘boundaryless’, ‘portfolio’ career, typified by do-it-yourself career 
management with a focus on security in ongoing employability rather than security in 
ongoing employment. This paper presents an overview of the key attributes of the 
new career, and argues that it is not an entirely new phenomenon. Individuals with 
careers in the well-established fields of fine and performing arts often fit into the ‘new 
careerist’ model, and as such they are an ideal group to target for future research into 
this new pattern of career. Employment/ career data for professional fine artists, 
performing artists and musicians in Australia is presented to support this claim. A 
discussion of the career meta-competencies and career/ life management skills 
essential to navigate the 21st century world of boundaryless work is presented, with 
specific reference to the professional artist in Australia, and recommendations for 
future research are made. 
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In the context of a postindustrial economy where organisations have increasingly 
slimmed down and sped up in response to globalisation, technology and competitive 
pressures, the notion of ‘career’ has also been transformed. Heralded by Hall as early 
as the 1970s (Hall, 1976), by the mid 1990s the demise of the traditional linear career 
‘bounded’ by orderly employment arrangements and upward progress through a 
single firm and occupation was increasingly documented (DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994; 
Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 1996; Knowdell, 1996).  Terms such as protean 
career, (Hall, 2004) boundaryless career (Arthur, 1996) and portfolio career 
(Cawsey, Deszca & Mazerolle, 1995) all refer to different aspects of this apparently 
new phenomenon – the need for the individual to enhance their human capital by 
actively navigating their career; to seek employment security no longer, but to opt 
instead for security in employability (e.g., Kanter, 1989; Bridges, 1995; Mirvis & 
Hall, 1996). 
 
However, this so-called ‘new phenomenon’ has a familiar ring to representatives of  
several occupations who present themselves as having faced this very challenge for 
centuries.  Small business owners in many fields, professional sportspersons (e.g., 
Petitpas, 1997) and fine/ performing artists (Greffe, 2002) all can be argued as having 
long histories of boundarylessness and at least some of the other hallmarks of the 
protean career.  
 
This paper will explore the concept of the protean, boundaryless, portfolio career and 
will specifically argue that individuals with careers falling within the well-established 
fields of fine and performing arts often fit into a protean model of career; space 
constraints prevent a more thorough discussion of the other fields mentioned. In 
The protean careers of Australian artists   5  
 
addition the present paper will explore the self-knowledge and industry competencies 
(DeFillippi & Arthur, 1994; Australian Chamber of Commerce & Industry, 2002; 
Hall, 2004) and meta-competencies now proposed as being essential to the 21st 
century protean worker, with specific reference to the professional artist in Australia. 
 
What are the attributes of the protean, boundaryless, portfolio career? 
Within this changing work world, competencies acquired for one job may not serve 
for a long period of time, work is no longer characterised by a set of tasks which are 
mastered once, and a career is no longer characterised by a vertical process of 
advancement within one organisation (Mahon, Patton & Tatham, 2004). Increasingly 
work can be characterised as a series of periods within and outside paid employment, 
linked by experiences of learning and retraining. In addition these periods of paid 
employment may include casual work, short-term contracts and job sharing. 
Redekopp & Day (1999) note that much current work has no particular occupational 
title as it takes its form from the tasks required for the duration of a project; when the 
project ends so does the work. 
 
The protean career is a process which the person, not the organization, is 
managing ... the protean person’s own personal career choices and search for 
self-fulfilment are the unifying or integrative elements in his or her life. The 
criterion of success is internal (psychological success) not external (Hall,, 
1976, p.201). 
 
Personal identification with meaningful work, personal responsibility for career 
management, and subjective, psychological measures of success are the first three 
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generally agreed upon elements of the protean career (e.g., Mohrman & Cohen, 1995; 
Arthur & Rousseau, 1996; Hall, 1996; Hall, 2004). Individuals with a more protean 
orientation are less concerned with maximising their chances for promotions, salary 
and greater power within one working context, and are more motivated by autonomy, 
personal values, and psychological success (Mirvis & Hall, 1996). These people 
assume personal responsibility for their careers (Comfort, 1997) and make 
autonomous career choices according to internal and self-determined criteria.  
 
The decline of traditional employment relationships has given rise to the notion of the 
psychological contract – the protean career is typified by short term transactional 
relationships with employers (who should more appropriately be termed ‘clients’ in 
many cases) based on the exchange of work for upskilling and networking/ increased 
marketability (Altman & Post, 1996). As the new careerist takes personal 
responsibility for their career development outside the bounded traditional 
employment relationship, the concept of social capital becomes far more important 
(Burt, 1992; Raider & Burt, 1996). Individuals in protean careers recurringly seek 
jobs and information regarding new job opportunities (e.g., Jones & DeFillippi, 1996; 
Kram, 1996; Raider, 1996) and so will often depend on their personal and 
professional contact networks for information about the next lead in their career 
journeys. 
 
It is in the protean careerist’s interests to acquire skills that are transferable from 
employment opportunity to employment opportunity (Hall, 1996). We are in an era of 
“do-it-yourself career management” where individuals are being challenged to play a 
greater role in constructing their own career development, an era where “Careers are 
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now forged, not foretold” (Watts, 1996, p.46). Workers are encouraged to act as free 
agents, developing personal enterprises and marketing personal skills. Individuals 
increasingly need to focus on employability rather than job security, and learn the 
skills which will assist them in taking responsibility for the direction and evolution of 
their own careers. What needs to be created as secure is the individual, and the 
individual’s knowledge and skill currency, not the job. Developing necessary skills 
that enhance current performance and equip for the next employment experience is an 
important underpinning of this focus. Savickas (1999) suggests that in preparing for 
such a dynamic working life, individuals need to constantly “look ahead” and “look 
around”, with the focus not on unfolding careers, but on actively constructing careers. 
 
As a result of this change in focus from linear career planning, Amundson, Parker and 
Arthur (2002) discuss “a continuing tension between leveraging past experience and 
positioning for future opportunity” (p.27). These authors emphasise the imperative for 
individuals to learn to intentionally act on environments of change, drawing on an 
understanding of the individual as a self-organising, active system – “The common 
thread is that people make sense of the world of work through subjective 
interpretation of their own career experience. In living through the complexity of 
economic life, they draw new insights and formulate new strategies that make sense 
of this complexity” (Amundson, Parker & Arthur, 2002, p.27). In the quest for career 
self-fulfilment and maximising employability, the protean may have a portfolio of 
multiple simultaneous or overlapping employment arrangements requiring them to 
draw on a variety of their generic and transferable skills and perform a number of 
different roles (Handy, 1994; Mallon, 1999). 
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The key attributes of the protean worker discussed above are summarised in Table 1. 
 
(Please insert Table 1 approximately here) 
 
 
A Snapshot of the Arts Sector In Australia 
In Australia, there are currently 300,000 people principally employed in the cultural 
and arts sector1, with a total of 900,000 (9% of the total working population) having 
obtained some paid work in this sector in 2002-2003 (Australia Council, 2003). It is 
estimated that 40-50,000 are ‘professional artists’, that is writers, actors, musicians, 
visual artists, craft practitioners, directors, choreographers, composers, or community 
cultural development workers who have had professional work within the past 3-5 
years. This definition will continue to be used throughout this paper except where 
otherwise specified. 
 
It is clear that the arts sector, whilst not large, is an established one that continues to 
experience moderate growth. The, 2004-2005 Federal Budget, handed down on the 
11th of May 2004, saw the Australia Council for the Arts (the Australian 
Government’s arts funding and industry body) have its triennial funding renewed with 
additional funding of $10 million over five years. Last year the total amount of 
Australian government spending on arts and related activities at all levels was $1,823 
million (Australia Council, 2003).  
 
The Australia Council for the Arts has commissioned an ongoing study of the 
working lives of Australian artists (Throsby & Hollister, 2003). Carried out by the 
Department of Economics at Macquarie University, this study is the most 
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comprehensive of its type in Australia and will be referred to repeatedly in the present 
paper. Throsby & Hollister (2003) created a list of potential respondents from contact 
lists provided by various Australian arts service organisations. From this list, potential 
respondents were asked screening questions to ensure that they fell within the 
definition of ‘professional artist’, as defined above. A total of 1063 practising 
professional artists were then interviewed by telephone with respect to various aspects 
of their working lives. 
 
Arts Workers as Protean Careerists: The Evidence 
Mobility, Occupational Roles and Sources of Income. 
Professional artists in Australia have, on average, had four different serious 
occupations in the arts (Throsby & Hollister, 2003). About two thirds of these have 
been undertaken in their own general artform (e.g., a writer might work variously as a 
novelist, a screenwriter and a non-fiction writer), and one third in other artforms (such 
as craft, music, or dancing).  
 
The majority of artists (63%) work at more than one job simultaneously, with 56% 
holding two jobs and 7% holding 3 jobs (Throsby & Hollister, 2003). By comparison, 
in, 1998 only 5.2% of the general working population held a second job (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 1998). Forty-three percent of artists who take on additional work 
do so in an arts-related field, and 32% undertaking work in an area not related to arts.  
Perhaps Throsby and Hollister (2003)  had a point when they entitled the most recent 
wave of their longitudinal study of the working lives of Australian artists “Don’t Give 
Up Your Day Job”. 
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Some distinction has been made in the literature between ‘creative’ and ‘performing’ 
artists (Rengers, 2000) in terms of the nature of work arrangements typically 
undertaken, with performing artists more frequently doing contract work for per hour 
wages, and creative artists more often being self-employed with piecemeal 
reimbursement (refer to Table 2). Both types of artists, however, experience far higher 
levels of freelance/ self-employed work than the general population and far lower 
levels of permanent wage earning (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2002). Eighty 
percent of all artists have an Australian Business Number and do work for clients 
through their own businesses, incorporated or not (Throsby & Hollister, 2003). 
 
(Please insert Table 2 approximately here) 
 
Career motivations and measures of success. 
Economists are often perplexed and intrigued by the fact that arts labour markets 
continue to experience growth, despite persistently low and often declining rates of 
monetary compensation (e.g., Rengers, 2000; Menger, 2001). Worldwide, this sector 
is characterised by high rates of unemployment and underemployment (e.g., 
intermittent work, voluntary work, and part-time work). According to the Australian 
Graduate Destinations Survey (2002), visual and performing arts graduates2 4 months 
after graduation earn far less than graduates in other sectors who have comparable 
human capital characteristics, and a far higher percentage are looking for employment 
(43.1%; average of all graduates 18.7%). 
 
This is also the case for established professional artists. The Australia Council for the 
Arts (Throsby & Hollister, 2003) reports that about one-third of professional arts 
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workers experienced unemployment between 1996 and 2001, and that the median 
income of an arts worker in 2001 was $30,000, with a median arts-related income of 
$15,700 per annum. By comparison, the median annual income across all occupations 
in 2001 was $36,600, and across professional categories with professional training 
time comparable to that of artists (4-6 years e.g. teachers, lawyers, scientists) was 
$43,700. Throsby & Hollister (2003) show that in Australia, the typical artist spends 
just over 80% of their time at arts work of some type, and yet only earns two-thirds of 
their income from these sources.  
 
Despite this sobering portrait, the Australian Council for the Arts reports a 13% 5-
year increase in the number of people employed in the sector between 1998 and 2003 
(Australia Council, 2003). It seems obvious from these statistics that artists derive 
other measures of occupational satisfaction and success than monetary remuneration. 
Although there are very few studies examining the reasons behind artists’ work 
preferences (deFillippi & Arthur’s (1994) ‘knowing why’), suggestions have been 
made in terms of ‘psychic income’ (Thurow, 1978), ‘flow’ (Czikszentmihalyi, 1997), 
and the therapeutic benefits of art as an occupation (Burleigh, 1996).  
 
The artists themselves however, do not seem confused on this point. Though artists 
are often deeply dissatisfied with their financial positions (e.g., Greffe, 2002) they 
persevere. “The driving force that attracts so many people to this industry is passion – 
a simple, yet complete, desire for the job” (Davidson, 2004).  
 
Personal responsibility for career development, social capital and 
networking. 
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“The apprentice artist’s tasks are to build her body of work and the skills and 
sensitivity to produce it, and to get it known and accepted” (Caves, 2000). Three 
quarters of professional artists in Australia agree that they are the most active 
promoter of their work and themselves, with only 5% identifying their employer as 
their most active promoter, and 8% identifying their agent or dealer (Throsby & 
Hollister, 2003). Given the large proportion of self-employed artists as discussed 
above, this finding is not entirely surprising. 
 
There are enormous numbers of books published each year on networking and self-
promotion for the artist (e.g., crafts - Forster, 1993; Letts, 1996; arts in general - 
Dickman, 1997; visual arts - Hadden, 1998; performing arts - Davidson, 2004). 
Studies of how artists use their social and professional networks to develop their 
careers are not numerous, but there is some empirical evidence that artists’ social 
capital does have a strong impact on whether they continue to be employed in the arts, 
and how successful they are in the fields of film music composition (Faulkner, 2003),   
writing (Anheier, 1995), and visual art (Giuffre, 1999; Greffe, 2002).  
 
Though professional artists appear to agree in principle that ‘knowing whom’ 
(DeFillippi, 1994; DeFillippi, 1996) is important to the successful protean career in 
arts, a comprehensive review of the literature revealed no studies to date on the source 
of this notion in the psyche of artists, whether and if so to what extent they implement 
it and other career skills in their personal career management, and which sources of 
information/ training they access to hone their skills. 
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Predictors of Career Success: Employability Skills and Competencies 
We have seen that the major challenge for the protean worker is to actively navigate 
their careers to achieve maximum employability with the wider goal of self-
fulfilment. Although in many fields this concept is a new or emerging one, arts 
workers are a well-established occupational grouping of protean careerists. How 
effective artists are in navigating their protean careers is another question entirely, and 
one which has not been examined yet in any systematic way. 
 
The literature is replete with lists of enterprise skills, employability skills and generic 
capabilities which the Knowledge Age worker needs to possess. These include what a 
number of writers have called core survival skills or life/ career management skills 
such as resilience, the capacity for continuous learning and improvement, the ability 
to network and team, skill in using technology effectively, and willingness to take 
calculated risks and learn from setbacks. For instance, Jarvis (2002; 2003) discusses 
skills which give people legitimate confidence in their ability to construct fulfilling 
lives, asserting that Knowledge Age workers need –  
• Focus, on who they are and what they have to offer; 
• Direction, knowing options and how to be prepared to maximise 
opportunity; 
• Adaptability, the skill of making the best of change; and 
• Healthy self-esteem and self-knowledge to counter uncertainty and 
doubt. 
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Taking charge of one’s own career requires creative tools such as flexibility, 
optimism, and imagination and decision-making approaches which are flexible and 
creative.  
 
As the career patterns of individuals increasingly resemble a patchwork CV 
characterised by a series of work and learning experiences, of key importance is meta-
competence which cuts across occupational skills and can be universally applied. It is 
readily agreed that the most important type of meta-competence is the ability and the 
will to keep learning. Flexibility and the ability and willingness to continue learning 
are much more important than specific occupational knowledge and skills and the 
importance of learning is championed by expanding literatures in career development 
learning and lifelong learning. For example, Mirvis and Hall (1996) assert that 
workers need to learn a living rather than earn a living. Krumboltz  and Worthington 
(1999, p.314) similarly emphasise that “learning how to adapt to changing conditions 
in the workplace will be one of the essential skills for success” (p.313).  
 
DeFillippi and Arthur (1994) and Jones and deFillippi (1996) identified six classes of 
competencies which interact to predict success in the protean, boundaryless career: 
knowing what, knowing why, knowing how, knowing when, and knowing whom. 
Interestingly, only three of these (why, whom, and how) have thus far been examined 
to any extent in the careers literature, and it is so far unclear precisely how these 
competencies relate to the “meta-competencies”, core survival skills, or career/ life 
management skills proposed by other writers. 
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Knowing whom, as introduced in the previous section, involves creating social capital 
by creating strategic personal and professional relationships with those who might 
provide opportunities and important resources.  Much of one’s professional network 
will develop from working in collaboration with individuals on projects (a key aspect 
of ‘knowing what’ as discussed below). 
 
Knowing why refers to self-knowledge — understanding the personal motives, 
interests, and meanings for pursuing a particular career, career goals and expectations. 
This competency is closely related to the concept of career identity. Some writers 
have argued that this will often entail pursuing one’s career with “a passion” (Jones & 
deFillippi, 1996; Arthur, Inkson & Pringle, 1999). At the very least the protean 
careerist needs to be comfortable with the relationship between their work and self-
identity (e.g., balancing career and family). 
 
Knowing what and knowing where refer to knowing one’s industry – what 
opportunities and threats exist and what factors are critical to success. ‘Knowing 
what’ involves a knowledge of “the rules of the game” (Jones & deFillippi, 1996) i.e. 
industry structure, beliefs, norms, values, and culture. ‘Knowing where’ involves 
being able to effectively identify and choose the best opportunities for advancement in 
terms of geography, projects, and role. 
 
Knowing when refers to the pacing and timing of the development of one’s career 
within the context of the industry.  Knowing how long to stay in a role, when to 
exploit a new employment or training opportunity, and the ability to move quickly 
once an opportunity is identified all fall within the bounds of ‘knowing when’. 
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‘Knowing when’ is of course critical to the development of ‘knowing how’, ie the 
skills and abilities required to take advantage of opportunities as they arise. 
 
Knowing how refers to skills also emphasised in the traditional career – the skills 
needed for performance in one’s work roles. In the protean, boundaryless career 
however, there is much greater emphasis on skills which can be transferred from one 
working context to another, as opposed to firm-specific skills. 
 
In, 2002 the Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry set out to discover which 
skills might make an individual employable in the emerging boundaryless career 
context from employers’ perspectives, with the overall aim of ensuring long-term 
economic growth (ACCI, 2002). Interestingly, of the eight employability skills the 
ACCI identified, six fell into the category of “knowing how” – communication skills, 
team work, problem solving, planning and organising, and technology skills. The 
three other skills identified (learning, self management, and initiative and enterprise) 
return to the concept of career/life management skills -- essential precursors to the 
ability to synthesise and manage all six career management competencies into one 
coherent career journey, a concept that Jones and deFillippi (1994; 1996) allude to but 
do not expressly identify in their discussions. 
 
A continuous and progressive synthesis of these six career competencies is also 
required for the protean careerist to succeed. In order to make the next strategic career 
step, they must make a realistic appraisal of their current skills and knowledge in the 
context of the present state of the industry, whilst maintaining a strong idea of their 
personal career goals. They must then use their professional networks to identify and 
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exploit emerging strategic opportunities to showcase their transferable work skills and 
gain new ones.  
 
Artists’ Career Competencies 
When Throsby and Hollister (2003) asked Australian artists to identify the most 
important factor in advancing their professional development, the most common 
response was “talent” (31%), followed by “social support” (26%), and “training” 
(24%). Twelve percent indicated that a lucky break or critical timing was most 
important.  
 
These findings might indicate that artists are less consciously aware than they might 
be of the effect they personally have on their career development and employability 
through the development of the various career competencies as outlined above.  
Although there is evidence that various professional bodies and tertiary institutions 
provide some career management education and support for arts workers (see for 
example (Australia Council, 2002; Fuel 4 Arts, 2004; Q Music, 2004; Victorian 
College Of The Arts, 2004), these resources are in the main piecemeal and designed 
to address specific career and business management requirements. Further, it is 
unclear to what extent artists make use of them, and what effect they have on artists’ 
career success. 
 
The challenge of coupling creative input with career management and continuous 
employability (Caves, 2000; Greffe, 2002) – the ongoing endeavour of competency 
synthesis — provides further fertile ground for investigation. How do artists manage 
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to balance the demands of knowing what, whom, where, when and why, and how can 
they learn to do so more effectively whilst remaining creatively productive? 
 
Conclusions 
This paper has argued that the concept of the ‘new protean, boundaryless, portfolio 
career’ is not, in fact, new. There may be several well-established industries in which 
the idea is ubiquitous, and has been for a long time. Professional artists in Australia 
are certainly one such group of well-established protean careerists. 
 
While some exploration into the competencies required for success in navigating a 
protean career has commenced, further investigation is definitely required, including 
an exploration of life/ career management skills, meta-competencies and personal 
attributes and how they are synthesised.  
 
This paper has flagged several specific areas relating to the life/ career management 
issues of Australian artists where further research is required, including: 
- the reasons behind artists’ continuing work preferences, despite evidence that 
many are deeply dissatisfied with their financial positions 
- how comfortable artists are with navigating their protean careers: how conscious 
are they of the importance of career/ life management skills, how do they develop 
these skills, and what gaps in service are there in career education provision? 
 
Systematic studies of the careers of professional artists with reference to career 
management and career management education may not only be of assistance to the 
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development of the arts industry, but in the other fields where the protean, 
boundaryless career is still emerging. 
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Notes 
 
1 The arts sector includes arts management and administration as well as creative 
workers. 
 
2
 In contrast to the Australia Council’s (Throsby & Hollister, 2003) definition and the 
one taken elsewhere in this paper, the Graduate Destinations Survey (2002) defines 
‘visual/performing arts graduates’ to include graduates in crafts, creative arts, dance, 
drama and theatre, fine arts, jewellery, music, performing arts, photography, textiles, 
visual arts and crafts,  fashion design and graphic design. The last two are probably 
categories where artists may have the opportunity to follow a more traditional career 
path. 
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Table 1  
Key Attributes of Traditional vs Protean Careers 
 Traditional Career Protean Career 
Mobility/ Security Low mobility, high 
job security 
High mobility, 
lower job security 
 Firm-specific skills Transferable skills, 
knowledge and 
abilities 
Occupational Roles One occupational 
role 
Several 
occupational roles 
Source of Income Employer Client (s) 
 Salary/ wages Contracts or 
invoices 
 Single source of 
income 
Multiple sources of 
income 
Career Motivation and 
Measures of Success 
Hierarchical 
position, salary 
Subjective, 
psychological 
measures of 
success 
Responsibility for 
Career Development 
Organisational 
responsibility for 
career development 
Personal 
responsibility for 
career development 
 Networks and 
social capital not as 
important 
Networks and 
social capital very 
important 
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Table 2 
Employment Status of Australian Artists Working From Within their Principal Artistic 
Occupation Versus The General Working Population, 2001 
 
 Creative Artists Performing Artists General Working 
Population 
Working for salary 
or wages – 
permanent 
9% 14% 58% 
Working for salary 
or wages – casual 
6% 20% 20% 
Working freelance 
or self-employed 
82% 64% 19% 
Other 3% 2% 3% 
Note: derived from Australia Bureau of Statistics, 2002; Throsby & Hollister, 2003. 
 
